
PUERPERAL FEVER AND THE MONUMENT TO SEM-
MELWEIS.

The work of Semmelweis in connection with the pre-
vention of puerperal fever, a work to which thousands of
mothers owe their lives and freedom from what was

formerly a veritable plague, has been honored by the
erection of a monument1 at Budapest. This tribute to
one who is perhaps the most renowned representative of
the movement which secured the modern aseptic methods
of midwifery gives occasion to review the history of this
discovery and to note how singularly its growth was
hindered by misapprehension and ignorance. It affords
opportunity also to call attention to the advanced con-

dition of American medicine and medical literature at a

period to which we are somewhat inclined to look back
as belonging to the dark ages. Great discoveries are

usually the culmination of a long series of observations
and theorizing which prepare the way for the discovery
and appreciation of the truth and which are either lost
sight of or underestimated in the award of praise to the
one who makes the final announcement.2
During the first half of the nineteenth century two

theories of the nature of puerperal fever held the thought
of medical men, and, although the advocates of both
theories may have been found in all countries, the mias¬
matic theory was widespread on the continent of Europe,
while in England and America many advocates of the
theory of contagion were to be found. In 1795 Gordon
of Aberdeen3 had distinctly expressed the view that the
disease was infectious. In 1814 Armstrong formulated
the statement that wherever puerperal fever appeared it
was usually confined to the practice of a single obstetri¬
cian. The connection of puerperal fever with erysipelas,
under which term the English pathologists of that day
included practically all the septic diseases, was recog¬
nized by English authors during the first half of the last
century. The number of communications on this sub¬
ject is very large and includes a considerable number of
American authors. Paley of Halifax in 1839 reported
a striking series of cases in which he recognized that the

1. A picture of the monument is given in the Foreign News De-
partment, page 1930.

2. For an account of the predecessors of Semmelweis see
Wiener klin. Wochschr., Sept. 27, 1906.

3. Oliver Wendell Holmes: Essay on "Puerperal Fever as a
Private Pestilence," Boston, 1855, originally printed as an article
on the "Contagiousness of Puerperal Fever," in the New England
Quarterly Journal, 1843. This essay contains many references to
previous observations.

contagion was carried from a case of gangrenous inflam¬
mation of the scrotum. In 1845 Blackman of Edin¬
burgh recognized the possibility of the examining physi¬
cian conveying the virus on his finger. The danger of
transmission of the disease from bodies dead of septic
disease was distinctly recognized in England and Amer¬
ica as early as 1845, and the only particular in which
Semmelweis made an advance-on the English teaching
was in emphasizing the danger of putrid matter in gen¬
eral without reference to its source in a previous septic
case. In consequence of the ubiquity of pyogenic organ¬
isms, this idea led to safer practice, but in view of what
we know of the relations of putrefaction to disease the
English doctrine of specificity was more nearly right.
In consequence of the advanced state of English medi¬

cal thought the theory and practice of Semmelweis re¬
ceived recognition and support in England at a time
when little but opposition and contempt was accorded it
on the continent. Methods of prevention had already
been formulated, including avoidance of autopsies,
thorough washing, change of clothing and abstinence
from practice. Simpson, in the discussion of Arneth's
paper in 1851, describing the methods used in the
Vienna Hospital, stated that for years he had used
cyanid of potassium as a disinfectant for the fingers.

One name in America—that of Holmes—is pre-emi¬
nent in the history of this subject. So far as dates go,
he can rightly be given the priority over Semmelweis,
having published his essay in 1843, but he lacked the
opportunity for a demonstration of originality. His
task was merely the presentation of facts that lay ready
to his hand, but which he was able to weld by the ham¬
mer of his logic and the fire of his eloquence into that
inimitable essay so well fitted to carry conviction and
to arouse to action.

One very instructive lesson is impressed by the oppo¬
sition of prominent men to this doctrine, supported by
so convincing an array of facts to which they opposed
nothing but negation and theory. It is to be hoped that
never again will a beneficent discovery meet the re¬

ception which was accorded to both Holmes and Sem¬
melweis for their devotion to a truth which was theo¬
retically or practically unpalatable to the authorities
who had failed to see and to apply it.

The question has been raised : Why should not Amer¬
ica honor Holmes as Hungary has honored Semmel¬
weis? Holmes, it is true, presented only arguments
drawn from literature, while Semmelweis added the
demonstration of clinical facts, showing that prevention
was possible. It is not probable that Semmelweis had
seen the communication of Holmes, but that was due to
an undue neglect of American literature, and it is fitting
that we should honor the leaders of thought as well as

those who demonstrate truth by experience. Such a
monuiaent might recognize the work of his predecessors
and show to the world that America is not forgetful of
the honorable record of the medicine of her earlier days.
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